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son County’s 12th District 
Court during preliminary 
hearings for defendants 
Joseph Morrison, Pete 
Musico and Paul Bellar. 
Christy Wendling-Rich- 
ards, the attorney gen- 
eral’s FOIA coordinator, 
said in the partial denial 
that the request sought 
information related to an 
open and ongoing inves- 
tigation. If granted, it 
would adversely impact 
the investigation, inter- 
fere with any prosecuto- 
rial determinations yet to 


Filmmaker sues Attorney General 


BY MARDI LINK 
miink@record-eagle.com 
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Eric VanDussen 


allowed in the courtroom 
and some had laptops with 
them, he said. 

“T was in the court. De- 
tails in my story reflect it. 
TI leave it at that,” said 
AP reporter Ed White in 
a text to the Record-Eagle 
after he was asked about 
VanDussen’s claims. 

John Nevin, communi- 
cations director for the 
Michigan Supreme Court’s 


defense attorneys during 
the dates of the prelimi- 
nary hearing. 

Included in the ap- 
proximately 100 exhibits 
provided by prosecutors 
to Judge Stepka during 
the four-day preliminary 
hearing were video clips 
recorded by an undercov- 
er officer and by a dash 
camera as some of the 
defendants surveilled the 


as an exhibit in VanDussen’s 
complaint. 

¥VanDussen on Sept. 6 filed a 
FOIA request with Nessel’s of- 
fice, seeKing all exhibits admit- 
ted in Antrim County’s 86th 
District Court during prelimi- 
nary hearings for defendants 
Shawn Fix, Brian Higgins, Eric 


office denied him access to 
public proceedings and court 
documents in violation of the 
First Amendment. 

Eric VanDussen filed suit 
against Michigan Attorney Gen- 
eral Dana Nessel, accusing her 
office of misapplying exemp- 
tions of the Freedom of Infor- 
mation Act, after portions of his 


previously shown in open court 
were denied. 

The suit was filed Sept. 29 in 
the Court of Claims, a statewide 
court that hears civil actions 
filed against the State of Michi- 
gan and its agencies. VanDussen 
said he believes more is at stake 
than one person's effort to ac- 
cess court documents. 


ity to scrutinize their public 
officials during monumental 
court proceedings in the state 
of Michigan,” VanDussen said 
Monday. “I don’t understand 
why there is so much effort to 
stymie the media from reporting 
on government activities that 
are occurring in open courts.” 
Reporting by the Record-Ea- 


LANSING — A freelance 
videographer seeking to make a 
documentary film about politi- 
cal extremism in Michigan as 
it relates to the accused plot to 
kidnap Gov. Gretchen Whitmer, 
says two district court judges 


and the state Attorney General's 


request for copies of exhibits 


Some area 
schools see 


enrollment bumps 


According to MI School Data, 
between the 2012-13 school year 
and the 2021-22 school year, Tra- 
verse City Area Public Schools 


Others continue 
to see declines 


“The public loses the abil- gle is included in court filings SEE FILM PAGE 2 
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Heroes welcomed home — 


be made, jeopardize the 
defendants’ right to a fair 
trial and be an invasion of 
privacy, she said. 

Wendling-Richards re- 
ferred a reporter's ques- 
tions to the attorney gen- 
eral’s press office, which 
did not respond. 

Fix, Molitor and the 
Nulls, of Michigan, are 
charged in Antrim County 
with one count each of 
providing material sup- 
port or resources for an 
act of terrorism and one 
count each of possession 
of a firearm during the 
commission of a felony. 

Higgins, a resident of 
Wisconsin, also is charged 
in Antrim County with one 
count of providing mate- 
rial support or resources 
for an act of terrorism. 


governor's vacation home 
near Elk Rapids; photo- 
graphs of military-style 
training in which some of 
the defendants participat- 
ed; transcripts of phone 
calls between some de- 
fendants and undercover 
officers; and screen shots 
of texts and private social 
media messages. 

These exhibits, which 
were shown or played 
in open court during the 
preliminary hearing, were 
largely inaccessible to 
public view since they 
were displayed on a video 
monitor turned away from 
members of the public 
sitting in the courtroom 
and toward the judge and 
witnesses. 

In the partial denial to 
VanDussen, records show 


public information office, 
declined to make a specif- 
ic comment, but confirmed 
VanDussen had contacted 
the office for assistance 
and that other report- 

ers were allowed in the 
courtroom with electronic 
media. 

“T can tell you the rule 
is, unless they’re disrup- 
tive or there’s some other 
reason not to, the public 
is allowed to bring elec- 
tronic devices into the 
courtroom,” Nevin said. 

VanDussen on Monday 
filed an emergency com- 
plaint with the Michigan 
Supreme Court against 
Judge Wilson, stating that 
he had filed proper notice 
Sept. 12, seeking to record 
the proceedings, which 
was denied by Wilson. 


Special to the Record-Eagle/VanDussen 


Eric VanDussen, a freelance videographer based in Benzonia, outside the Jackson 
court after a judge wouid not allow him in the courtroom during jury selection in 
the case against three men ca in the plot to kidnap Gov. Gretchen Whitmer. 


BY GRACE GEORGE a TCAPS counted Morrison, Musico and the attorney general’s VanDussen filed an emer- F am | ily Mea [ Dea il l 
ggeorge@record-eagle.com 8,734 students, about 170 fewer Bellar, of Michigan, are office provided none of gency reconsideration mo- 
a students than the year before. charged in Jackson Coun- the above exhibits tothe tion and was again denied. 2 Large Pizzas 2 Medium Pizzas |j 
TRAVERSE CITY — Enroll- The biggest drops were at TC ty, with providing material videographer, although “It is so ordered, that the 


support or resources for 
an act of terrorism, pos- memes, depicting weap- 
session ofa firearm during ons, threats of war, invita- 
the commission of a felony tions to join local militias, 
and gang membership. and some showing the gov- on YouTube so in court 
The preliminary hearing ernor dressed in a brown filming or recording is 
for the Antrim defendants Nazi uniform and standing not necessary,” the denial 
took place Aug. 29 to Sept. in front of the state seal. stated. 
1 in front of 86th District “They’re arguing that VanDussen said the 
Court Judge Michael one ofthe reasons forthe quality of YouTube broad- 
Stepka, who initially told partial denial is it po- casts is not appropriate 
reporters present in the tentially could cause the for a documentary film, 
courtroom they could re- defendants not to receive and only shows the pro- 
quest copies of exhibits by a fair trial,” VanDussen ceedings from a single 
filling outa form available said. “Yet they give meall angle. He said he’d prefer 
on the court’s website. these memes days before to be able to capture the 
Stepka later said he con- a trial is to start here in courtroom surroundings, 
ferred with a representa- Jackson, expecting what? as well as reactions from 


it did provide 49 pages of request to film or record 
the Court proceedings is 
denied, as the proceed- 


ings will be broadcasted 


ment numbers from count day 
indicate that schools throughout 
the region continue to see drops 
in enrollment while others are about 32 students, TCAPS commu- 
seeing bumps this fall. nications director Ginger Smith 
Attendance numbers collected said. 
on Wednesday, along with those TCAPS budgeted for 9,006 
from the February count day, are students this year, but they have 
translated into a calculation that known fora while that they would 
determines the schools’ per-pupil see fewer students than that, so 
funding. Smith said that they will be OK. 
In the past 10 years, schools in “We have known for quite some 
the Northwest Education Services time that that number was not 
Intermediate School Districtsaw going to be reached,” Smith said. 
drops in enrollment. “Fortunately our business team is 
The ISD tallied over 2,500 fewer spectacular in what they do and 
students between the 3012-13 and they've been watching this 
school year and the 2021-22 school very closely.” 


Central High School, which lost 
about 57 students, and TC West 
Senior High School, which lost 
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Record-Eagle photos/Jan-Michael Stump 
Veterans are welcomed by crowds of people lined up at Traverse City Cherry Capital Airport 
to welcome them back from their daylong trip to Washington, D.C., on Wednesday’s Mid- 
Michigan Honor Flight. 


year, an 11.1 percent drop. 


Some area schools cantinuied to 


see declines in enrollment. 


TCAPS paid for the Middle 


SEE SCHOOL PAGE 5A 


Record-Eagle/Jan-Michael Stump 
Students head for their buses at the end of the day at Kingsley 


Elementary School on Wednesday afternoon. 
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Veterans embraced by joyful crowd at Cherry Capital Airport 


wperkins@record-eagle.com 


RAVERSE CITY — As 
T: group of nearly seven 

dozen veterans stepped 
off their plane at Cherry 
Capital Airport on Wednesday 
evening, they were greeted 
by several hundred cheering 
community members. 


Those who gathered at the 
airport to greet them waved 
flags and held up banners. 
Some held signs that read 
“Welcome Home, Pa,” or “I 
love my Korean War Vet- 
eran.” 

Led in by the Fife Lake Re- 
gion Honor Guard and a bag- 
piper, the veterans — some 


Veterans returning from Wednesday’s Mid-Michigan Honor 
Flight receive a warm welcome at Traverse City Cherry 
Capital Airport. 


lobby. They were welcomed These former service mem- 


in wheelchairs— proceeded with hugs and kisses from bers, who served in World 

down arow oflarge American family members and loved 

flags displayed in the airport ones. SEE FLIGHT PAGE 5A 
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tive from the state court 
administrator’s office, who 
confirmed the exhibits 
were not court documents, 
were not controlled by the 
court, but were rather the 
property of the attorneys 
who filed them. 

Stepka, during a hear- 
ing on a motion filed by 
VanDussen seeking access 
to these exhibits, invited 
Assistant Attorney Gener- 
al Sunita G. Doddamani to 
weigh in, which she did. 

“We maintain custody 
and control of those ex- 
hibits, Judge,” Doddamani 
said. “If reporters would 
like access to those, they 
can FOIA them and go 
through the procedures. 
And, ünder the FOIA law 
because they’re public 
at this point, we could 
release them.” 

The Record-Eagle has 
a pending FOIA with the 
attorney general, seeking 
an index of the exhibits 
in the Antrim case as well 
as email communications 
that were exchanged 
between prosecutors and 
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That I'll publicize them?” 
VanDussen said. “I really 
have to question their mo- 
tives here.” 

In Antrim County, Judge 
Stepka denied VanDus- 
sen’s request to film or 
record during testimony 
of an undercover offi- 
cer, court records show. 
Stepka said doing so could 
jeopardize the officer’s 
safety, even if VanDussen 
turned his camera toward 
the wall, as he had offered 
to do. 

On Monday morning, 
jury selection began in 
the trial of Morrison, Mu- 
sico and Bellar, which has 
been bound over to 4th 
Circuit Court in Jackson 
County, and will be heard 
by Judge Thomas Wilson. 

VanDussen said Judge 
Wilson informed him he 
was not allowed to record 
in the courtroom and was 
not allowed in the court- 
room with his laptop, even 
to take notes, although 
reporters from the Asso- 
ciated Press, MLive and 
The Detroit News were 
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others to witness testi- 
mony, which YouTube 
streaming does not allow. 

A subsequent denial 
stated, in an Oct. 4 or- 
der, that VanDussen had 
exhibited “continuous 
defiant behavior and at- 
titude to the decisions of 
the Court.” VanDussen 
pointed out that he hadn’t 
been allowed in the 
courtroom, so he did not 
understand how he could 
be described as defiant. 

Then, on Tuesday, jury 
selection was completed 
and VanDussen said he 
was allowed in the court- 
room to cover the trial, 
but only with a pen anda 
paper notebook. 

He said he plans further 
court action. 

This is not the first time 
VanDussen has fought 
court procedure and 
represented himself. 
Although he is not an 
attorney, VanDussen 
works as an investigator 
for Jesse Williams Law 
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Court of Appeals, after ie b 2 
being denied several te 
times when he sought 

to film oral arguments 

in front of a three-judge 
panel. 

In a 2011 published 
opinion, the appeals court 
reversed its decision after 
asking VanDussen to sup- 
ply information to prove 
he is a member of the 
media. After he submit- 
ted what the court called 
“fairly voluminous mate- 
rial,” the court granted 
his filming request. 

VanDussen has 
freelanced for Interlochen 
Public Radio, Benzie 
County Record-Patriot 
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